population in countries of Western cultures. LaTaillade (2006) highlights the negative impact of macrocultural factors such as social discrimination and economic difficulties, often experienced by ethnic minorities, which appear to contribute to the increase in divorce rates and to the decline in the number of marriages among the Afro-American population.
Conjugality is a cross-sectional phenomenon to all races and ethnicities (George et al., 2014) . Notwithstanding increased divorce rates and plummeting marriage percentages all over the world, scientific articles including the word "marriage" in their title increased by approximately 48% in the 1990s, compared with the preceding decade (Fincham & Beach, 2010) . However, despite evident progress in understanding families and marriages in several cultures, there is still a long way to go in the field of psychology, and particularly in empirical research (Adams, 2004; Fincham & Beach, 2010) . Henrich, Heine, and Norenzayan (2010) critically claim that there is a trend among scientists to publish a universal thesis on human behavior in the world's top journals based on samples from Western, educated, industrialized, rich, and democratic societies, implicitly undervaluing the variation across human populations. In the same vein, Berry (2013) proposes the achievement of a more global psychology through the development of indigenous psychologies around the world, followed by comparisons among them.
The cultural plurality of African marriages and their characteristic processes of continuity and change, point to the need for the development of scientific knowledge in this area to, as stated by Carter and McGoldrick (1995) , understand the impact of micro and macrocultural factors on the family and their implications for quality of life. Accordingly, several authors (Allwood & Berry, 2006; Jackson, 2005) have argued that psychology should reflect the social, economic, political, and cultural nature of populations around the world.
Current study
Considering the gap in the research on African marital relationships (Adams, 2004; Fincham & Beach, 2010) , it is the aim of this study to characterize the empirical research published in international scientific journals since the beginning of the 21st century. This characterization has been conducted through a descriptive literature review (Paré et al., 2015) on the subject, considering the following three questions regarding the empirical research on African marital relationships: 1. What are the main research approaches, designs, and sampling processes? 2. What are the main themes of focus? 3. What is the current state of affairs as regard scientific dissemination (diversity and saturation of publications in international scientific journals and the publication evolution over time)?
Method

Search strategy and data sources
To respond to the aforementioned three research questions, a descriptive literature review was performed, as it was our aim to find interpretable patterns or trends regarding scientific dissemination, methodological issues, and thematic foci (Paré et al., 2015) in the empirical research on marital relationships since the beginning of the 21st century. This review followed the recommendations of Paré et al. (2015) concerning rigor, relevance, and internal consistency. Thus, structured search methods were used to obtain a representative sample of the published scientific articles on the subject. The evidence-based guidelines for systematic reviews set forth in the PRISMA statement (Moher, Liberati, Tetzlaff, & Altman, 2010) were also taken into consideration.
The search was conducted in several relevant databases (B-On: Online Knowledge Library-Search, Ovid, Proquest, Web of Knowledge, and Google Scholar) through the EBSCO Discovery Services (EDS-Advanced Research). In each database, we used the following three search group of terms (limited to the title): (1) "marriage," "marital," or "couple"; (2) "satisfaction," "quality," "communication," "conflict," "intimacy," "love," or "sexuality"; (3) "Africa," "African," "South Africa," and several African countries, including those whose official language is Portuguese (e.g., "Nigeria," "Egypt," "Ghana," "Zambia," "Angola," "Mozambique," "Cape Verde," "Guinea," "São Tome and Principe"). Each search consisted of a combination of the search terms of one group connected by "AND" to the terms of the other groups. All the searches were confined to the time frame of 2000 to December 2016.
Study selection
The initial searches yielded a total of 218 scientific papers available in English or Portuguese (not including duplicates). After constraining the searches to scientific articles published in peer-reviewed journals and written in English, all the abstracts were read to enable a selection based on the following inclusion criteria: (a) empirical study (quantitative, qualitative, or mixed study); (b) published between 2000 and 2016; (c) focusing on marriage or marital cohabitation in African ethnic populations; (d) focusing mainly on psychological processes; (e) including participants in a heterosexual marital relationship (legal marriage or marital cohabitation). Therefore, literature reviews, theoretical overviews, study cases, and empirical studies whose main thematic foci were closer to other sciences (e.g., law, public health, agriculture, economics, medicine) than to psychology were excluded. The final selection consisted of 90 scientific articles that were found to meet the inclusion criteria. Full-text versions were obtained and read.
Finally, the main researcher conducted a coding process using the software NVIVO-version 11 to ensure greater objectivity in the selection and data analysis and to delete duplicated articles. Each scientific article was coded into the following categories and subcategories: "name of scientific journal," "year of publication," "type of research approach" ("quantitative," "qualitative," "mixed"); "main thematic focus" (e.g., "quality or satisfaction," "communication," "intimacy," "HIV," "violence"); "design" ("cross sectional," "longitudinal"); "sample" ("dimension," "geographic origin," "other information-e.g., "recruitment process," "participants' sex," "unit": "individual"; "couple"). Two senior members of the research team who specialize in qualitative analysis reviewed this coding process. All the discrepancies were discussed until an agreement among the two senior members and the main researcher was reached. Table 1 displays a summary of the reviewed empirical studies.
Results
A total of 218 scientific papers available in full text were identified in the database searches. Of these, only 90 met all the defined inclusion criteria and were included in this review. The results of this study are presented on the basis of the aforementioned three research questions. 
Methodological approaches, designs, and sampling processes
As regards the methodological approaches adopted in the empirical studies reviewed, the results revealed that 77.8% (n = 70) followed a quantitative approach, 20% (n = 18) a qualitative approach, and only 2.2% (n = 2) were mixed studies, thus pointing to a clear predominance of quantitative research. Longitudinal designs were presented only in the quantitative studies, even though the majority of them (81%, n = 57) used a cross-sectional design.
As for sample size in the quantitative research was reviewed, the following figures were observed: 20 studies with samples ranging from 100 to 500 participants; 14 studies with over 10,000 participants; 11 with between 501 and 1,000 participants; 12 with between 2,000 and 10,000; 10 with a range between 1,001 and 2,000; and only 3 studies reported a sample with under 100 participants. It should be noted that the samples of 20 studies (all with a sample size below 2,000 participants) included both members of the couple as participants. In the majority of the studies reviewed, samples comprised both men and women. Only 11 studies reported samples composed exclusively of women and one of men. As far as the sampling process is concerned, most of the studies used a convenience strategy, collecting data from the community population; however, several studies (mainly those with larger sample sizes) used the support of national surveys or projects.
In the qualitative research reviewed, almost all the studies had samples ranging from 10 to approximately 100 participants. Only in two studies the samples consist of fewer than 10 participants. Seven studies included both members of the couple, and four studies involved samples composed exclusively of women. The sampling process was conducted through a convenience strategy, collecting data from the community.
The two studies with a mixed approach were composed of between 500 and 1,000 participants. The exact number was not reported, possibly due to their ethnographic nature and the triangulation of data collection methods. Both studies used interviews, document analysis, community observation, and quantitative data stored in previous databases.
Regarding the geographic origin of the samples, 37 studies had been developed in the USA with Afro-Americans (n = 36) or African immigrants (n = 1), indicating that almost 41% of the studies considered in this review did not use participants living in Africa. Among the remaining studies, 59% (n = 53) had been conducted with local African participants, 15 with participants from Nigeria, 14 with participants from South Africa, 6 with samples composed of participants from several African countries (mostly Sub-Saharan Africa), and 6 with participants from Ghana. Studies were also encountered using samples from other African countries (e.g., Egypt, Kenya, Namibia, Zambia).
Among the 18 qualitative studies, 10 had been developed in the USA with Afro-Americans (n = 9) or African immigrants (n = 1), and one study had been performed in Australia with African refugees. The remaining studies reported samples with participants from South Africa, Kenya, Nigeria, Ghana, and Botswana. One of the mixed studies included a sample of African immigrants in Spain and the other a sample of Afro-Americans.
Main thematic focus
A qualitative analysis of the reviewed scientific articles on African marital relationships was conducted, enabling the identification of main themes in this body of research. This process was accomplished through the identification of the variables under study (mainly in the Abstract and Method sections of the scientific articles), the analysis of the excerpts corresponding to objectives, and also an analysis of the "Results" section. Table 2 presents the identified main themes in the quantitative, qualitative, and mixed studies and indicates the number of sources/studies in which they emerged.
The results evidenced the relevance of marital quality or marital satisfaction-patterns and processes, in the quantitative studies; and representations and experiences in marital satisfaction and quality in the qualitative studies-suggesting that this is a core research theme in African marital relationships. Although the analysis process revealed that the conceptual boundaries between these two constructs-quality and satisfaction-are not always clear, marital satisfaction emerged as a subjective and positive evaluation of the relationship (and the partner), whereas marital quality was mostly related to the perception of marital processes that contribute to a balanced or unbalanced functioning of the relationship. The quality-related processes most frequently studied were communication and conflict. Quantitative Patterns and processes of marital quality or satisfaction (n = 34). Patterns of marital stability vs. instability (n = 14). Marital status (n = 14). Factors associated to cohabitation or marriage (n = 10). Marital status and well-being (n = 4). The role of religiousness on marital relationships (n = 11). HIV and marital relationships (n = 10). Patterns of marital violence (n = 6). Impact of financial strain (n = 5). Patterns of marital concurrency-polygamy or extramarital relationships (n = 4). The role of beliefs and expectations (n = 4). Intervention with couples (n = 4). Interracial marriages (n = 3) Qualitative
Representations and experiences on marital satisfaction and quality (n = 16). Marital quality and health (n = 5). Intervention with couples (n = 4). Marital violence (n = 4). Influences on marital stability vs. instability (n = 3). Marital quality and cultural issues (n = 2). The role of religiousness (n = 2) Mixed Patterns of intercultural marriages (n = 1). Marriage rituals (n = 1)
Note. The content in brackets correspond to the number of studies in which the respective main themes were identified.
Moreover, the results pointed to patterns of marital stability vs. instabilityemerging as the relational processes and conditions that might contribute to the maintenance or disruption of a relationship-another main theme of the reviewed research. As shown in Table 2 , marital status (particularly the factors associated with marriage vs. cohabitation), role of religiousness, HIV within the context of marital relationships, marital violence, health conditions, the impact of financial strain, marital concurrency (through polygamy or extramarital affairs), intervention with couples, beliefs, and expectations about marriage, interracial marriages, and cultural issues also arose as relevant issues in the empirical literature reviewed. Other themes also emerged, albeit in only a few studies, such as the impact of community environment on marital quality, the role of extended family, and the role of social support. approach is concerned, it is worth mentioning that the publication of quantitative studies was observed among all 14 of these journals, while qualitative studies were only published by four, such as the Journal of Psychology in Africa and the Marriage and Family Review, each with three such publications. By cross-checking the evolution of the publication trend over the years and the main themes of research in African marital relationships, the following features were brought to light: the narrow range of research themes up to 2005, which gradually broadened as of 2006, and especially as of 2010; the continued relevance of the study of marital quality and satisfaction since 2000; as of 2010, the sharp rise in research on patterns of stability vs. instability, marital status, HIV, and other health issues, financial strain, marital concurrency, violence, religiousness, cultural issues, and intervention with couples.
Years of publishing
Discussion
This descriptive review aimed to collect and characterize empirical research on African marital relationships published in international scientific journals from the year 2000 up to December 2016. A qualitative analysis of these empirical studies was conducted to identify: their main research approaches, designs, and sampling processes; the main themes explored; and the characteristics of scientific dissemination in terms of the diversity and saturation of publications in international scientific journals as well as the publication evolution over time.
As previously stated, 90 scientific articles meeting the defined inclusion criteria were identified. This limited number of studies, considering the broad and increasing range of general literature on marital relationships (Fincham & Beach, 2010) , confirms the scarcity of research on non-Western societies and the dominance of knowledge on the part of Western countries (Adams, 2004; Berry, 2013; Cooper, 2013) .
Regarding the research approaches, this review revealed a clear predominance of quantitative studies, which is in line with the methodological trends in psychology in general, and specifically in family psychology (Daly, 2007) . However, qualitative methodologies, although representing a different lens through which reality may be viewed, may, in fact, be as appropriate and useful as quantitative methodologies. Moreover, qualitative approaches are particularly well suited to understanding the changeable, contextual, and complex nature of the family and its diversity and uniqueness (Daly, 2007) . The analysis performed in this study also revealed a prevalence of crosssectional studies. Nonetheless, longitudinal studies are more suitable for obtaining a holistic understanding of reality, as they enable an examination of individual and family growth and development trajectories over time. Most of the quantitative studies reported a sampling process by a convenience strategy, involving samples with over 500 participants. Importantly, almost one-third of all the selected studies included both members of the couple. This inclusion is highly relevant as it enables a deeper understanding of the processes inherent to intimate relationships, which are, by nature, interdependent. It also makes it possible to explore similarity and reciprocity within couples (Fincham & Beach, 2010) . Finally, the geographic origin of the samples, mostly Afro-American, appears to mirror the trend among scientists to research human behavior based on Western samples instead of indigenous samples, therefore undervaluing a cultural and contextual-centered understanding of a broader and more diverse reality (Henrich et al., 2010) .
Concerning the second research question (main themes of focus), the results suggested that the main and continued scientific interest regarding African marital relationships appears to be primarily associated with the patterns and processes of marital quality and satisfaction mainly related to communication and conflict. However, the results also showed a growing focus on patterns of stability vs. instability and on marital status, which may be explained by recent transformations in the African family, namely, the decline in the number of marriages and the increase in marital cohabitation (LaTaillade, 2006; Sooryamoorthy & Chetty, 2015) ; changes in family roles and functions (Sooryamoorthy & Chetty, 2015) ; changes in traditional marriage rituals (Dintwat, 2010) ; and greater similarity to Western marriages, thus challenging the African cultural identity (Pauli, 2011) . The present review also identified studies addressing themes such as HIV (and other health problems) within the context of marital relationships, marital concurrency, violence, and financial strain. Such themes are often interrelated, possibly due to current health and psychosocial concerns in Africa (Barton & Bryant, 2016; Durevall & Lindskog, 2015 ; NIMH Multisite HIV/STD Prevention Trial for African American Couples Group, 2010a; Walque, 2007) and its cultural pluralism (Altuna, 2014) .
As for scientific dissemination, considering the scarcity of empirical studies on African marital relationships, the diversity of scientific areas apparently interested in this subject (e.g., psychology and family psychology in particular, social sciences, medicine, economics) is somewhat surprising. This appears to support the current relevance of family studies as part of a broad network of scientific knowledge, especially given its implications for society as a whole. Finally, the results also revealed a growing interest in the theme of this review, particularly as of 2010.
Limitations and strengths of the present review
First, it must be acknowledged that all reviews are limited since it is not plausible to have access to all the relevant publications meeting their inclusion criteria. In the case of the present review, our systematic search was also confined to publications in English, thus constraining its representativeness. In other words, the search strategy used may have hampered the access to significant empirical studies. Nevertheless, our search methods followed the main recommendations for systematic reviews set forth in the PRISMA statement (Moher et al., 2010; Paré et al., 2015) and used the software NVIVO 11 during the search process and data analysis to provide quality and rigor. These options clearly represent the strengths of the present review.
The decision to restrict the analysis of the descriptive review to three issues-methodology, thematic focus, and scientific dissemination-without presenting a summary of the results found in the studies may also be interpreted as another limitation of this study. However, the broad range of reviewed studies would make this article too long if a summary of such findings was to be included. Therefore, a second article addressing this issue is now under way-a second journey through a descriptive review of empirical research on African marital relationships.
This descriptive review contributed not only to expand the knowledge on the research on African marital relationships but also to reinforce a scientific reflection on the unrepresentativeness of Western research in Africa. Considering the broad spectrum of literature on marital relationships in Western societies (Fincham & Beach, 2010) and, comparatively, the scarcity of empirical studies on this same issue in African cultures, the present descriptive review appears to confirm the gap in empirical research which, as mentioned above, is possibly due to economic, communication, and value-related factors (Fincham & Beach, 2010) , but not indissociable from the knowledge dominance of Western societies (Cooper, 2013; Cooper & Nicholas, 2012) . Considering the cultural diversity within Africa (Altuna, 2014; Burgos, 2007) and the well-known influence of culture on the development of emotions, cognitions, behaviors, and relationships (Berry, 2013) , there is a clear need to expand the further scientific knowledge on the African family and marital relations. Increased scientific knowledge in this domain would undoubtedly be a powerful source for the development of preventive and therapeutic practices and for rethinking and changing public policies on family and conjugality.
Future directions
This review supports the premise that developing contextually rooted cross-cultural research is of invaluable relevance. It is only by doing so that culture-blindness in psychology may be avoided and the social, political, and cultural features of a given society may be unveiled, without the lens of a dominating cultural perspective (Adams, 2004; Berry, 2013) . Thus, quantitative and qualitative research, particularly with indigenous samples and including longitudinal designs, should be encouraged to develop knowledge on African family structures and processes. Furthermore, this type of design would make it possible to access and examine meanings and experiences, to identify individual, family strengths, and vulnerabilities, and to assess and understand the impact of micro and macrocultural factors as well as their impact on quality of life. In the family psychology domain, the knowledge grounded on contextually rooted research could chiefly favor the enrichment of clinical intervention as well as the (re)formulations of public policies related to the African family and marital relationships.
